The Thirty Meter Telescope (TMT) is the dream of a consortium of universities, foundations, and national observatories in the United States, Canada, China, India, and Japan. It would be one of the world's largest optical telescopes. The consortium has raised between 75% and 80% of what's needed and has long hoped NSF would be a major backer. But the agency has yet to commit. In 2013, it gave the TMT consortium a 5-year, $1.25 million grant to study how the agency might participate in the international project, an effort that could lead to a formal proposal to the agency in 2017.
NSF created new rules for vetting proposed large new facilities in the 1990s after scientists complained that the agency's existing approach was not transparent and didn't make clear what was expected of them. However, the process, which includes meeting several interim deadlines, can take many years from start to finish.
Culberson, who chairs NSF's spending panel in the U.S. House of Representatives, would like to speed up that timetable. "NSF is not yet a partner, and they should be," he toldScienceInsider today after his panel marked up a bill that would set NSF's 2016 budget. "I intend to talk to Dr.
[France] Córdova about it." (Córdova is NSF's director.)
Asked whether his intervention meant he was dissatisfied with the current process, Culberson demurred. "I haven't intervened," he said. "I think they're working it out right now, and I don't want to get in the middle of that other than to encourage them to do so. NSF needs to play a role. After all … using revolutionary technology." The work is now on hold, as Native Hawaiian protesters have blocked the road to the construction site.
Culberson doesn't expect those protests to pose a significant obstacle. "I'm confident that NSF and the local authorities will work things out," he says. 
